durkheim the rules of sociological method

Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method: A Foundation for Social Science

Emile Durkheim's seminal work, The Rules of Sociological Method, published in 1895, stands as a
cornerstone of sociological thought, meticulously outlining the principles and methodologies
necessary for the scientific study of society. This foundational text aimed to establish sociology as a
distinct and legitimate scientific discipline, differentiating it from philosophy and psychology.
Durkheim’s rigorous approach sought to move beyond subjective interpretations and towards an
objective understanding of social phenomena, emphasizing the importance of treating social facts as
"things." This article delves into the core tenets of Durkheim's groundbreaking work, exploring his
definition of social facts, the empirical methods he advocated, the concept of social solidarity, and the
enduring impact of his rules on contemporary sociological research. Understanding Durkheim's The
Rules of Sociological Method is crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the scientific underpinnings of how
we analyze and comprehend the complex tapestry of human social life, from collective consciousness
to suicide rates.
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Understanding Social Facts: The Object of Sociology

At the heart of Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method lies his defining concept: the social fact.
Durkheim posited that sociology’s unique subject matter consists of social facts, which he
characterized as ways of acting, thinking, and feeling that are external to the individual and endowed



with a power of coercion by means of which they impose themselves upon him. This definition is
pivotal because it separates sociological inquiry from the individualistic focus of psychology. Social
facts are not to be found within individual consciousness, but rather in the collective life of societies.
They are the shared beliefs, morals, laws, customs, and institutions that pre-exist individuals and
continue to exist after them. For Durkheim, the individual is shaped by society, not the other way
around. Understanding Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method begins with appreciating this
fundamental distinction.

Social facts, according to Durkheim, possess two key attributes: externality and coerciveness.
Externality means that they exist outside of the individual's mind. For instance, a legal code or a
religious dogma are social facts because they are established and recognized independently of any
single person's beliefs or actions. Coerciveness signifies that these external ways of being exert
pressure on individuals to conform. This pressure can be overt, as in the case of legal sanctions, or
more subtle, manifested through social disapproval or the sheer force of habit and tradition.

Durkheim argued that even when we feel we are acting freely and in accordance with our own will, we
are often, in reality, conforming to these pre-existing social pressures. This is a critical insight into the
power of societal forces on individual behavior.

Establishing Sociological Method: Treating Social Facts
as Things

To achieve scientific objectivity, Durkheim emphatically advocated for treating social facts as
"things." This phrase, crucial to Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method, does not imply that
social facts are material objects, but rather that they should be studied with the same detachment
and empirical rigor as natural phenomena. It means setting aside our preconceptions, biases, and
subjective feelings about social phenomena and approaching them as objective realities to be
observed and analyzed. This commitment to empiricism was a direct challenge to the philosophical
speculation that had often characterized earlier attempts to understand society.

Treating social facts as things involves a conscious effort to suspend what Durkheim termed "pre-
notions." These are the common-sense understandings and everyday beliefs that individuals hold
about social life. While these pre-notions are themselves social facts, they are often vague,
inconsistent, and infused with personal sentiment. For a scientific analysis to be valid, Durkheim
insisted that sociologists must critically examine and, if necessary, discard these pre-notions in favor
of observations grounded in systematic data collection. This methodological rule is the bedrock upon
which the entire edifice of Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method is built, emphasizing the need
for a purely objective approach to social inquiry.

The Rules of Sociological Method Explained

Durkheim meticulously laid out a series of rules designed to guide sociologists in their empirical
investigations. These rules provide a systematic framework for conducting research and ensuring the
scientific validity of sociological findings. Understanding each rule is essential for grasping the
practical implications of Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method.



Rule 1: The Definition of Social Facts

As discussed earlier, the first and most fundamental rule is to define social facts clearly and
objectively. Durkheim insisted that sociology must begin by defining its subject matter. Social facts
are characterized by their externality to the individual and their coercive power. Examples include
laws, moral codes, religious beliefs, customs, and fashion trends. By focusing on these observable,
collective phenomena, sociology can establish itself as a science distinct from individualistic
disciplines.

Rule 2: The Observation of Social Facts

The second rule emphasizes the importance of empirical observation. Durkheim argued that social
facts must be observed directly and systematically, just as a scientist observes natural phenomena.
Sociologists should rely on concrete data, such as statistics, historical records, and legal documents,
rather than abstract reasoning or introspection. The objective is to gather evidence that can be
analyzed independently of the researcher’s personal beliefs. This observational approach is central to
the scientific rigor promoted in Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method.

Rule 3: The Distinction Between Normal and Pathological
Social Facts

Durkheim proposed a critical distinction between normal and pathological social facts. A social fact is
considered normal if it is generally widespread within a given society and appears to serve a
functional purpose, even if that purpose is not immediately apparent. Conversely, a pathological
social fact is one that is rare, anomalous, or detrimental to the overall health and stability of society.
This distinction is crucial for sociological analysis, as it allows for the identification of social problems
and deviations from societal norms. For example, crime, while illegal, could be considered a normal
social fact if it occurs with some regularity and serves a function, such as reinforcing collective
morality by eliciting social condemnation.

Rule 4: The Explanation of Social Facts

The fourth rule addresses the explanation of social facts. Durkheim argued that the cause of a social
fact must be sought in another social fact that precedes it, rather than in individual consciousness.
This is a direct rejection of psychologism. To understand a social phenomenon, one must look to the
social conditions that gave rise to it. Furthermore, the function of a social fact must be sought in the
social milieu in which it is found. This causal principle emphasizes the interconnectedness of social
phenomena and the importance of understanding them within their broader social context, a key
tenet of Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method.



Rule 5: The Formation of Sociological Proof

The final rule concerns the formation of sociological proof. Durkheim stated that the proof of a
sociological explanation is established by demonstrating the direct relationship between the cause
and the effect. This is achieved by comparing different instances of the phenomenon being studied
across various social contexts. If a particular social cause consistently appears with a particular social
effect, then a strong case for their relationship can be made. This comparative method, often
involving statistical analysis and historical research, is essential for validating sociological theories
and findings derived from Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method.

The Importance of Social Solidarity

Beyond the methodological rules, Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method implicitly and explicitly
underscores the importance of social solidarity. Solidarity refers to the cohesion or unity of a society,
the degree to which its members feel bound together by shared beliefs, values, and sentiments.
Durkheim famously distinguished between two primary types of solidarity: mechanical and organic.
Mechanical solidarity, found in simpler, more traditional societies, arises from the similarity of
individuals. They share common experiences, beliefs, and a strong collective consciousness. In
contrast, organic solidarity, characteristic of modern, complex societies, emerges from the
interdependence of individuals due to the division of labor. Each individual fulfills a specialized role,
and their contributions are necessary for the functioning of the whole, much like the organs of a living
body.

Durkheim’s analysis of social solidarity provides a crucial lens through which to understand the
functioning and dysfunctions of societies. When solidarity weakens, or when individuals experience a
lack of integration or regulation, societal problems such as anomie (a state of normlessness) and
increased rates of suicide can emerge. His later work, such as Suicide, directly applies these
foundational principles, demonstrating how even seemingly individual acts can be explained by social
forces and the state of social solidarity. The methodological rigor outlined in Durkheim's The Rules of
Sociological Method provides the tools to investigate these vital aspects of social life.

Durkheim's Legacy and the Enduring Relevance of His
Rules

The impact of Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method on the development of sociology as a
discipline cannot be overstated. He succeeded in establishing sociology as a distinct science with its
own object of study and its own methodological principles. His emphasis on empiricism, objectivity,
and the study of social facts continues to inform sociological research today. Many contemporary
sociological methodologies, including quantitative analysis, survey research, and content analysis,
owe a direct debt to Durkheim’s pioneering work.

While sociological methods have evolved and expanded since the late 19th century, Durkheim's core
arguments remain remarkably relevant. His insistence on understanding society as a reality sui



generis - a reality of its own kind, irreducible to individual psychology - continues to be a fundamental
tenet of sociological thought. Furthermore, his exploration of social solidarity, collective
consciousness, and the social causes of individual behavior offers enduring insights into the forces
that shape human societies. Researchers today still grapple with defining and measuring social
integration, understanding the impact of anomie, and explaining social phenomena through collective
forces, all of which are deeply rooted in the foundational principles established in Durkheim's The
Rules of Sociological Method.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central aim of Durkheim's 'The Rules of
Sociological Method'?

The central aim is to establish sociology as a distinct science with its own unique subject matter and
methodology, separate from philosophy and psychology.

What does Durkheim define as the subject matter of
sociology?

Durkheim defines the subject matter of sociology as 'social facts,' which he describes as ways of
acting, thinking, and feeling that are external to the individual and coercive.

How does Durkheim differentiate 'social facts' from individual
psychological phenomena?

Social facts are external to the individual and exert a coercive power over them, meaning they exist
independently of any single person and influence behavior, unlike purely internal psychological
states.

What is Durkheim's key methodological principle for studying
social facts?

Durkheim's key principle is to 'treat social facts as things.' This means approaching them with
objectivity, as if they were material objects, to study their properties and relations empirically.

What is the 'law of sociological explanation' proposed by
Durkheim?

The law of sociological explanation states that the cause of a social fact must be sought in another
social fact, not in individual consciousness or psychological states.

How does Durkheim address the issue of objectivity in



sociology?

Objectivity is achieved by treating social facts as things, free from preconceived notions or personal
biases. Sociologists should observe, classify, and explain them as external realities.

What is the significance of 'normal’' versus 'pathological’
social facts in Durkheim's work?

Durkheim argues that social phenomena should be classified as normal or pathological based on their
relationship to the average state of the social organism. A normal fact is common and functional,
while a pathological fact is rare and dysfunctional.

How does Durkheim's approach to suicide exemplify his
methodological rules?

Durkheim studied suicide rates as social facts, looking for social causes (like social integration and
regulation) rather than individual psychological reasons. He treated suicide statistics as 'things' to be
analyzed empirically.

What is the lasting impact of 'The Rules of Sociological
Method' on the discipline of sociology?

The book is foundational in establishing sociology as an empirical science, providing a rigorous
framework for defining its subject matter and developing objective research methods, influencing
generations of sociologists.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method, each starting with "*
and accompanied by a short description:

1. lllustrating Sociological Method: Durkheim's Legacy

This book delves into how Durkheim's foundational principles for studying society continue to be
applied and adapted by contemporary sociologists. It examines case studies and research examples
that demonstrate the practical implementation of his methodological rules. Readers will gain an
understanding of how to identify and analyze social facts in various empirical contexts.

2. In Search of Social Facts: A Modern Interpretation

This work revisits Durkheim's central concept of the "social fact" and re-evaluates its relevance in
today's complex world. It explores how new forms of social phenomena can be understood through
Durkheimian lenses, offering updated interpretations of his rigid adherence to observable and
external social phenomena. The book provides a nuanced approach to applying his method to
emerging social issues.

3. Interpreting Social Regularities: Durkheimian Approaches
Focusing on Durkheim's emphasis on explaining social phenomena through antecedent social causes,
this book explores various interpretative frameworks. It analyzes how sociologists have built upon



Durkheim's call for causal explanations, moving beyond mere description to uncover the underlying
social forces. The text offers critical engagement with the challenges of establishing causality in social
research.

4. Investigating Social Determinants: Durkheim's Enduring Influence

This title examines how Durkheim's conviction that social behavior is determined by social facts,
rather than individual psychology, continues to shape sociological inquiry. It highlights research that
prioritizes social structures and norms as explanatory variables for human actions. The book
showcases the power of macro-level analysis in understanding social patterns.

5. Insights from Collective Consciousness: Durkheim's Method in Practice

This book explores Durkheim's concept of collective consciousness and how his methodological
approach allows for its study. It provides examples of research that identify shared beliefs, morals,
and attitudes that unite members of a society. Readers will learn how to measure and analyze the
influence of these collective phenomena on individual behavior.

6. Ideal Types and Social Reality: Reconsidering Durkheim's Rules

This critical examination revisits Durkheim's rules in light of Weberian ideal types and other
methodological advancements. It discusses the ongoing debate about the best ways to conceptualize
and measure social phenomena, offering a comparative analysis of different sociological approaches.
The book engages with the limitations and strengths of Durkheim's foundational schema.

7. llluminating Social Norms: Durkheim's Methodology in Contemporary Society

This work focuses on how Durkheim's rules are instrumental in understanding the formation,
maintenance, and violation of social norms in modern settings. It presents research that analyzes the
coercive power of norms and their role in social cohesion. The book demonstrates the continued
relevance of his approach for studying social order and control.

8. In-Depth Analysis of Social Currents: Applying Durkheim's Method

This book delves into Durkheim's concept of "social currents" - collective emotions and sentiments
that sweep through societies - and how his method facilitates their investigation. It examines
research that captures the dynamism of these fleeting but powerful social forces. The text provides
practical guidance on how to study collective effervescence and its social consequences.

9. Integrating Social Explanation: Durkheim's Methodological Blueprint

This volume offers a comprehensive overview of how Durkheim's The Rules of Sociological Method
serves as a blueprint for sociological research. It synthesizes various interpretations and applications
of his core principles, demonstrating their utility across different subfields of sociology. The book
provides a roadmap for conducting rigorous and empirically grounded social scientific investigations.
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